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Beyond Regularity:
Questions Concerning Usefulness.

This paper advances a motion that ‘usefulness’ is a regularity (Foucault) that haunts
the programme of design and severely restricts it.

Terry Rosenberg
University of London

It will highlight the way design practice is, in the main, constrained by narrow
determination of its use(s), generally, and notions of ‘usefulness’ in particular. It will
move to explain the way that design(ing) is flattened ontologically by embedded
notions of ‘usefulness’ and that these embedded notions have set for design and its
discourse a deontic straitjacket. That is, a set of obligations and duties that set a
regular delimitation of design and thus rigid intentions for outcomes in a programme
of designing; in so doing severely reducing design’s scope and possibilities.
The paper argues against the austerity – worthiness – of a number of current
ideological positions that infuse design theory and practice and reduce design to
'exclusively that which is useful (necessary)'. It suggests that design discourse and
practice should begin to evolve the idea of a responsible practice beyond what is
'merely necessary'. Equally, it is critical of a program of design that creates gadgetry,
gimmick and prosthetics for living with abandon. It proposes that design needs to
engage with surplus and understand that these excesses (ala Bataille) are what
produce an art of living (living as ‘ouevre’ [Lefebvre]).
This paper then seeks to create some frame of reference for discussions as to what
may constitute a ‘positive’ programme of design.
Designers clearly need to be aware of their responsibilities – the concomitance of
their designing. But, this paper argues against that desperation to be good that
moves designers to determinations reduced to an accounting built on notions of
usefulness; an accounting that produces worthy rather than worthwhile designs.
It is incontestable that design(ing) is delineated from other practices and discourses
in the understanding that it attends in some manner to use.
This paper will advance that ‘use’ should not only be constituted in the idea of
building supports for living but also in the way it can build ways of living – and more
especially an art of living i.e. living as ‘ouevre’.
In many respects, what is being constructed in the argument is a more complex
and richer idea, than is currently entertained, of the way design can meet its
responsibilities and opportunities in building society and its cultures – moving
beyond the limitations of utility to build a practice that is both poetic and ethical.
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ABSTRACT
This paper advances a motion that ‘usefulness’ is a regularity (Foucault) that haunts the
programme of design and severely restricts it.
It will highlight the way design practice is, in the main, constrained by narrow
determination of its use(s), generally, and notions of ‘usefulness’ in particular. It will move to
explain the way that design(ing) is flattened ontologically by embedded notions of ‘usefulness’
and that these embedded notions have set for design and its discourse a deontic straitjacket.
That is, a set of obligations and duties that set a regular delimitation of design and thus rigid
intentions for outcomes in a programme of designing; in so doing severely reducing design’s
scope and possibilities.
The paper argues against the austerity - worthiness - of a number of current ideological
positions that infuse design theory and practice and reduce design to 'exclusively that which is
useful (necessary)'. It suggests that design discourse and practice should begin to evolve the
idea of a responsible practice beyond what is 'merely necessary'. Equally, it is critical of a
program of design that creates gadgetry, gimmick and prosthetics for living with abandon. It
proposes that design needs to engage with surplus and understand that these excesses (ala
Bataille) are what produce an art of living (living as ‘oeuvre’ (Lefebvre)).
This paper then seeks to create some frame of reference for discussions as to what may
constitute a ‘positive’ programme of design.
Designers clearly need to be aware of their responsibilities – the concomitance of their
designing. But, this paper argues against that desperation to be good that moves designers to
determinations reduced to an accounting built on notions of usefulness; an accounting that
produces worthy rather than worthwhile designs.
It is incontestable that design(ing) is delineated from other practices and discourses in
the understanding that it attends in some manner to use.
This paper will advance that ‘use’ should not only be constituted in the idea of building
supports for living but also in the way it can build ways of living – and more especially an art
of living i.e. living as ‘oeuvre’.
In many respects, what is being constructed in the argument is a more complex and
richer idea, than is currently entertained, of the way design can meet its responsibilities and

1

opportunities in building society and its cultures - moving beyond the limitations of utility to
build a practice that is both poetic and ethical.
1. Questions of Method
1.1 Problematic of the regular1.
Foucault’s idea of ‘regularity’ is key to an understanding of the methodological
underpinnings of this paper. Regularities is a term that Foucault coined for the “fixing of norms
for the elaboration of concepts and theories” (Scheurich 1997 :84) which claim to transgress
difference in theoretical positions, ostensibly moving beyond questions of ideology; thereby
professing to be neutral and natural. Regularities act as points that anchor both the field of
practice and its discursive net; setting limits to what is acceptable and considered of value in
the field. These anchor points are set so deep in the sedimented base of a discipline so as to
be almost impossible to disembed. A further impediment is that these regularities of thought
and action – in this case in and about design - produce a muddied surface of descriptions and
definition(s) which hide the regularities from normal view so that one cannot even locate them
so as to dislodge them. In the sediment regularities calcify, hidden from view, leaving merely
an opacity of the habitual at the surface2.
1.2
A Deconstructive Critique
Deconstruction may be – is, in this paper - used as both a mode of inquiry and as a
critical tool. Used, firstly, to part the muddied surface so as to locate the points – supposed
‘givens’ – which anchor the definitions and descriptions of the discipline and, secondly, to
subject them to critical review. This allows new problematics (or new engagements with the
problematic) to emerge and may indeed induce ontological shifts in design.
The possibilities and limits of deconstruction as critical enquiry need to be understood
here, though.
The epistemological net in which we are caught and against which we struggle cannot
be rent by a deconstructivist fiat in which one declares one’s volition to escape, and in which
one sets out to construct whole and completely new ground.
What a deconstructive critique (or any other for that matter) cannot do is actually
unmake the ground entirely and make way for a new philosophy.
“I do not believe in decisive ruptures…Breaks are always, and fatally, reinscribed in an
old cloth that must continually, interminably be undone”. (Derrida quoted by Scheurich in
Scheurich 1997: 38).
1

We are regularly charged to declare and explicate our methods of research as preface to any disquisition. And,
I am not surprisingly asked to do so here. I own up to an initial ‘sense’, pretty much intuitive that our regular –
habitual – ways of doing things need to be held to review. The requirement that all research should begin with
the design of method and that any writing of/about research should be prefaced with the declaration of
methodology is itself a regular assumption or control; fixing norms, which are those of the sciences and protosciences. The thinking that sets these norms considers it necessary that there is a repeatable method (actually
or notionally) underpinning research which sets opportunity for veridical tracking. This not only prejudices a
particular pattern of (for) research (determined by and determining truths) but actually excludes other possible
forms. But this, unfortunately, is part of a larger debate and clearly not possible in the scope of this paper.
2
Regularities are so deeply embed in design that the ideologies and theories that gave rise to them have all but
disappeared; masked as ahistorical and ageographical truths which set the criteria for validity and worth, and so
ultimately hold practice – conditioning and in no small measure limiting possible forms of practice. These
regularities are clearly (perhaps not, but they should be) open to question in terms of both the conceptual bases
on which they are founded – i.e. in their claims to be natural, neutral and, or, truthful - and also, and more
especially, in how they delimit thought and action.
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Michel de Certeau writes:
“…in spite of a persistent fiction, we never write on a blank page, but always on one that
has already been written on” (de Certeau 1984; 43).
Not only can this ground not be fully unmade but also another tenet of deconstruction is
that it is not possible to extricate oneself fully from the ground to be unmade.
What Derrida suggests is that one criticizes …
“from within an inherited language, a discourse that will always have been worked over
in advance by traditional concepts and categories. What is required is a kind of internal
distancing, an effort of defamiliarization which prevents concepts from settling down into
routine habits of thought.” (Scheurich 1997: 38). Another post-modern strategy that Scheurich
highlights (ibid.: 38) is to think and act at the margins of the discourse, acknowledging one’s
limits and signalling one’s opposition to that which is in the discursive centre by questioning
those boundaries that mark out what holds with the centre and what is therefore included as
legitimate practice and that which doesn’t and is not.
2 Problematics of use
2.1 The restrictions of ‘usefulness’
Whether from the borders, or from within the territory under question, a programme to
derange regularities on which design (design and designing) are predicated and justified must
at some point disembed and interrogate the assumptions of foundational definitions of use;
configured around its absolute measure: usefulness.
Writing in the 1930’s, Georges Bataille, a French intellectual, suggests that “every time
the meaning of a discussion depends on the fundamental value of the word useful – in other
words, every time the essential question touching on the life of human societies is raised, no
matter who intervenes and what opinions are expressed – it is possible to affirm that the
debate is necessarily warped and that the fundamental question is eluded. In fact, given the
more or less divergent collection of present ideas, there is nothing that permits one to define
what is useful to man.” (Bataille 1985:116)
The attempts to rationalise use (usefulness) emerge in a ‘flattened ontology’ (House in
Scheurich 1997: 31). To elaborate: the unevenness and irregularities of the thing observed,
in the case of design, ‘life lived’ or “livability” (Maldonado 1995 : 248) is, through reasonable
concepts, planed down so that it will yield a causal flow in events and experiences in order
that our observation of them will “produce regular patterns”. (House in Scheurich 1997: 31) In
other words we adequate the practice of everyday life to the theories we use to explain it.
This yields a laminar conception of “livability” which in turn delivers a regulated
understanding of design and also regulates the doing of design. From these “regular patterns”
a closed system is posited built around usefulness. This then is used as referential base to
derive values for deontic frames for design which act as regularities in an ontology of design3.
Design practice is, historically and currently, governed by imperatives, locked into and
built around its restrictive programme(s) of, or for, use. These imperatives exist as must dos
and must not dos drawn on arguments for rationally justifiable use.
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To elucidate, the determinations of design practice have been deontic. In other words designing is fixed a firm
course – a deontology - marked by obligation and duty; obligation and duty to meet a set of standards (ethical?)
put across as universal and lying beyond questions of contextual concomitance. In other words, design is dutybound to a pursuance of a duty, bound by (a) regularity fashioned by principles which are thought to be and are
advanced as absolute and universally held.
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The must dos create programme(s) of prodigality and the must not dos asceticism
(recently invoked). In the modernist (prodigal) programme its must do, was a movement from
a foundation of use to all that may be useful (hyper-functionalism). And, in the current ascetic
programmes (many attempting to redress the concomitance of modernist programmes (some
particularly addressing ecological issues)), the matter is argued the other way round as a
must not do (functional minimalism). The former argues its points from a foundational base
line up and the latter argues ‘use’ back to a base conception of utility (usefulness); trying to
find and then hold a ground level for design4.
Functionalism haunts both projects. Both projects, seeking utilitarian justifications for
their course of actions exclude, in principle, unproductive expenditure. “Unproductive
expenditures: luxury, mourning, war, cults, the construction of sumptuary monuments, games,
spectacles, arts, perverse sexual activity” …. (non reproductive (?)) … “represent activities
with no end beyond themselves” (Bataille 1985 :117) and therefore spin out of the circulation
of justifying argumentation and are consequently excluded or are regarded as a remainder bracketed so that they may be disregarded. Bataille’s view, which I hasten to add I hold with,
is that “human life cannot in any way be limited to the closed systems assigned to it by
reasonable conceptions”.
“The immense travail of recklessness, discharge, and upheaval that constitutes life could
be expressed by stating that life starts only with the deficit of these systems”. (Bataille
1985:128)
It is in light of this, not ‘realistic’ to believe that aims and objectives that try “to maintain
sterility in regard to expenditure, in conformity with a reasoning that balances accounts”
(Bataille 1985:125) can be met fully in everyday praxis.
2.2 Irregular Terrain
We live in an irregular topography. A flat analysis of this topography and the neoKantian deontological formulations derived from this analysis may help in setting a neat
regulatory framework for ethical design practice. But, unless this framework is constantly
contested and reviewed in and around use – in everyday praxis - not only is the scope of
design severely reduced but also the ethical programme itself is compromised. We will have
worthy rather than worthwhile engagements – in practice and with design’s objects.
3 Mindful of need
This paper challenges the way that need is reified in theory, setting determinations for
‘livability’ at what is necessary and sufficient - most particularly the way need is used as
measured control determining when and whether useful, or, rather, when use is full.
3.1 Maslow’s Hierarchy
Much vaunted and often cited as reference in the practice of designers and students
engaged in a responsibly aware practice is the hierarchy of needs explicated in the writings of
4

Although differing in their volition both programmes are surprisingly similar in their ontological shape. The
exigencies of both are contingent on foundational notions of utility. For the reasons outlined in the Bataille quote
above the debate is in both cases therefore “necessarily warped”. They are both flat ontologically, sharing a line
of positivist argument that is made planar by their adherence to the idea of setting limits at productive
expenditure: both move against prodigality but differ in their ideas of what constitutes productive expenditure. To
some extent it may be thought that an ascetic design programme’s idea of productive engagement is that which
minimises expenditure with a core concern of subsistence. Modernist thinking on the other hand moves to
maximise what is held to be productive, and its essential focus is on comfort ‘ease and convenience’ (Maldonado
in Margolin and Buchanan 1995 : 248)).
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Abraham Maslow. Maslow’s theories were a reaction to the deterministic psychological
theories of Freud. He saw human motivation being different to an animal's (as opposed to
Freud and Skinner). He conceived it as a continual and increasing impulsion to the
satisfaction of previously unsatisfied needs – working up a table from base (called deficiency
needs) to transcendental (called growth needs).
Maslow’s Hierarchy
Aesthetic and Spiritual Needs:

beauty, truth, order, personal autonomy and achievement (potential)
7

Cognitive Needs:

Knowledge, comprehension, environmental and personal mastery
6

Creative Needs:

Self-expression, creativity, production and usefulness
5

Esteem Needs:

Dignity, respect, self esteem, individuality, sexual and personal identity
4

Belonging and Love Needs:

Security, love, affection and companionship – affiliation and communication
3

Safety Needs:

Free from fear and threat of injury; dependence on others
2

Physiological Needs:

Fluids, food, shelter, comfort, oxygen, waste elimination, sensory function, exercise and rest
1

Fig.1.

Although Maslow sketched out the idea that needs ought to be satisfied in some
hierarchical order moving from deficiency needs (physiological, safety subsistence) through to
growth needs (love, esteem, self-actualisation) he understood that this order was subject to
review and questioning in particular circumstances. Maslow himself recognised the
problematic of abstracting and creating a universally articulate framework for human needs
that reach across all situations and circumstances. Maslow developed the idea that needs
were pre-potent. This pre-potency is dependant on the particularities and the context of the
subject. That is, needs become potent for the subject in their particular circumstances. He
understood that this made the hierarchy unstable. For instance, one may argue that the
martyr inverts the table of needs putting ideology (growth) before subsistence (deficiency) martyrs are prepared to die for their beliefs. For the martyr ideology is a more potent
motivation than subsistence. At best, one may argue that the two – ideology and subsistence
- are inextricably bound – one being of little value without the other: that is mere existence
being of little value without ideology and subsistence itself having an ideological substrate.
One may indeed extend the argument and wonder whether for most human beings the base
of Maslow’s table of needs is of any value without the top. Is it enough to merely exist or is
there something that is forever to be achieved in existence beyond merely being?
The interdependence and contextual determination of needs means that a hierarchy is
not only impossible but of little use in determining a deontic programme to regulate design –
certainly it does little to engage with the crucial problematic of a design programme ; that is,
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use in particular ( engaging with use-in-context and not use as an abstract and
decontextualised programme).
When Maslow’s theories are tied to use in order to regulate the use object they fail:
Firstly they fail in their generality - abstracted beyond the particularity of a situated
subject, and, secondly in the whole notion of a hierarchy. The idea of working through the
hierarchy sets up a desiccated programme of use. Who is it that determines what is more
needed or first needed?
3.2 Max-Neef’s Matrix
Max-Neef developed a matrix of needs that takes into consideration, and is designed for,
the particular economies of local communities (most particularly applicable in third world
countries). Max-Neef and his colleagues developed their matrix of needs so that people may
identify the ‘wealth’ and the ‘poverty’ in their local communities.
Max-Neef’s Matrix
Fundamental
Human Needs

Being
(qualities)

Having
(things)

Doing
(actions)

Interacting
(settings)

Subsistence

Physical and mental
health

Food, shelter, work

Feed, clothe, rest,
work

Living environment,
social settings

Protection

Care, capability,
autonomy

Social security, health
systems, work

Co-operate, plan, help,
Take care of..

Social environment,
dwelling

Affection

Respect, s.o.h.,
generosity, sensuality

Friendship, family and
relating to nature

Share, make love,
express emotions

Privacy,
intimate spaces

Understanding

Critical capacity,
curiosity, intuition

Literature, teachers,
educational policies

Analyse, study,
meditate, investigate

Schools, Universities
families, communities

Participation

Receptiveness,
dedication, s.o.h.

Responsibility, duties,
work, techniques

Cooperate, dissent,
express opinions

Associations, Church
neighbourhoods

Leisure

Imagination, tranquility,
spontaneity

Games, parties, peace
of mind

Day-dream, remember,
relax, have fun

Landscapes, solitary
and intimate space

Creation

Imagination, boldness,
inventiveness, curiosity

Abilities, skills, work,
techniques

Invent, build, design,
work, interpret

Expressive Spaces,
workshops, audiences

Identity

Belonging, selfesteem, consistency

Language, religion,
work, customs, values

Self-knowing, growth,
self-commitment

Places of belonging,
everyday settings

Freedom

Autonomy, passion,
self-esteem, open
mindedness

Equal rights and
opportunities

Dissent, choose, run
risks, develop
awareness

Anywhere

Fig.2.

Max-Neef’s matrix has no apparent hierarchy – in contrast to that postulated by Maslow
– but, rather, tries to bring in simultaneity, complementarity and substitution as features in the
processes of need satisfaction. What commends Max-Neef’s matrix is its simplicity and
openness and the ostensible absence of priority within the table. It also attempts to look at
how the satisfaction of one need may impact on the satisfaction of another as inhibitor or as
abettor.
To briefly explain Max-Neef’s matrix: Max-Neef created a grid where nine fundamental
needs (subsistence, protection, affection, understanding, participation, leisure, creation,
identity and freedom) provide one axis and four existential categories (being, having, doing
and interacting) operate along the other axis. This creates a table where the need categories
may be cross-referenced with the existential operands to provide ‘need’ satisfiers in the thirtysix cells of the table. Max-Neef regards ‘need’ as fixed and universal transcending the
particularities of context. But the means of satisfying them he says are multiple. In his system

6

he develops a number of satisfiers with different characteristics: violators/ destroyers/ pseudosatisfiers/ inhibiting-satisfiers/ singular satisfiers and synergic satisfiers. Certain satisfiers may
satisfy a need in one of the matrix cells and inhibit the satisfaction of needs in another
(inhibiting satisfier); and, equally, one satisfier may aid in the satisfaction of another need
(synergic-satisfier). The set of satisfiers have an axiology (i.e. a calculus of value) which
determines the way they are named/classified. But, this value it would seem is calculated in
the way they act in supporting the achievement of all satisfiers in the grid.
What Max-Neef has evolved is a checklist for the development and well-being of a
community; specifically its economy. But it is hard to see how the fixed loci of needs even with
the multiple satisfiers can do anything but delimit ‘livability’ – producing a singular and
homogenised view of living. The matrix to some extent works as a reference net that can be
thrown over everyday practices in a small community to produce a general and common
understanding of communal life. But, this can only be an approximation – a “reasonable
conception” - which rucks up on the particularities of the extraordinariness and individuality of
ordinary life5.
4.0 An Axiology of Use?
4.1 Word and Deed
Within the articulated system (discussed above) design is considered as a practice that
is focussed on the practico-material satisfaction of need. In other words, ‘use’ is delimited as
a practical solution to a problem formed as a need.
Use however cannot be so delimited. The axiology of the use object must also be
worked through in a symbolic space - as must all human values.
“Except for the immediate satisfaction of biological needs, man lives in a universe not of
things but of symbolic stand in for things. A coin for example, is a symbol for a certain amount
of work done or utilities available: a document is a symbol of res gestae; a word or concept is
a symbol of a thing or relationship: a book or scientific theory are fantastic piles of
accumulated symbols; and so forth ad infinitum.” (von Bertalanffy L., in Maslow 1959:68)
The value of use – its axiology – including its ethical evaluation must be assayed in the
imbrication of practico-material and symbolic/discursive programmes of use.
It cannot be exclusively accountancy where value is only given to a closed system of
practically necessary expenditure.
M.M. Bakhtin in “Towards a Philosophy of the Act” proposes that a moral programme is
never prescribed but gained in a judicial (not analytical) bridging of the gap between deed
(practico-material) and word (discursive).
“…… the unity of an act and its account, a deed and its meaning, if you will, is
something that is never a priori but which must always and everywhere be achieved. The act
is a deed and not a mere happening (as in “one damned thing after another”) only if the
subject of such a postupok [act], from within his own radical uniqueness, weaves a relation to
it in his accounting for it. Responsibility then is the ground of moral action, the way in which
5

One may justifiably argue that designing cannot proceed without some rough calculation of life that is built on
some of its commonalities. Where the criticism advanced in this paper lies, in part, is that in both Max-Neef’s and
Maslow’s models there is no space for dialogue between user(s) and designer(s). User(s) needs are pre set in
the hierarchy of Maslow and in the matrix of Max-Neef (in fairness, satisfiers may be worked through on the
ground but only within the constraints of the matrix). Certainly, in the way the measured approaches of both are
interpreted – somewhat procrustean - the tactful engagement where user(s) needs/desires are worked through
in readings and practical actions of a designer is lost, to a set of pre-requisites that shape use – derived in an
abstracted space way beyond the use context. Use is conceived in a flat mapping of “livability”.
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we overcome the guilt of the gap between our words and deeds...” (Michael Holquist in
Bakhtin (1993); p xii)
It is important therefore that we acknowledge the criticality as well as the practicality of
design – value is found in the intersections of function and meaning.
4.2 A Prolegomena to an Axiology of Use
So how does one move to an understanding of the value of design?
Sketch for a calculus of value
Practico-material

Spaces of View

Trans-subject

Event,
Object,
Text

Concomitance

Inter-subject

Tact

‘resistance’ to and ‘possibility’ for action

Subject

Design Space

Symbolic/discursive

Fig. 3.

In the first instance we need to consider the way design ‘interferes’ in the world. In his
book “Translations from Drawing to Building” (“Interference”; p11-53; AA Document (1997))
Evans wrote about three forms of interference - negative, positive and synthetic. For Evans
positive interference is any change in the ambient universe that allows an expansion of
possible actions but does not produce any restriction of existing possible actions. Negative
interference is the converse of positive interference - it involves changes that restrict possible
actions without producing any extra or alternative actions that were not viable before.
Evans believed that all ‘interferences’ are, in reality, syntheses of positive and negative
interference. They thus involve restrictions to existing possible actions while adding novel
positive actions of a different character.
“Interference cannot then be conceived as the fulfilment or blocking of wishes or dreams
or intentions or desires. To give it a more substantial aspect, it is necessary to consider it in
relation to actions” (Evans 1997:16).
For Evans the designed object/environment produces physical systems which free or
restrict action.
A calculus centred on ‘resistance’ to and ‘possibility’ for action in a physical system
would it seems provide one element in an axiological approach to use. The action too must be
evaluated as positive or negative. But this too will produce a flattened ontology unless it is
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calculated across three scaled spaces – subject, inter-subject and trans-subject6. The space
of the subject allows for the particularity of life lived, the inter-subject space allows for
calculation of the freedom and restriction of actions gained by an ‘other’ (in time and space)
and the trans-subject allows for an abstract understanding of life.
But it is not enough to address only the physical. The physical needs to be intertwined
with a symbolic system to gain a fuller understanding of the value of the interference. As initial
thought on the matter this too can be drawn across three similar modalities based on
Bachelard’s notion of resonance (intrinsic), reverberation (extrinsic) and repercussion
(systemic).
5.0 Conclusion
This paper challenges the articulated systems from which Neo-Kantian deontologies for
design are drawn. It marks a beginning in which an axiological approach to design is seeded;
one that sketches a structure for value that combines the physical and the symbolic and
seeks to draw these across different scales so that design is understood in the complexity of
its impact.
There is still much to construct.
(2,978 words)
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